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‘How to renew our understanding of Gallipoli? How to enrich and renew the telling? Well, just do what Joshua Funder has done: call on the inherited history of that terrible campaign as it found its graphic resonance in one significant man, and create an intimate re-experience of the last, cold days on that peninsula in Turkey, and use a range of genres as tools to a remarkable re-creation. It is specifically by such creative means the real Gallipoli now emerges, and the extraordinary withdrawal Stanley Watson engineered and participated in, the chief success of that entire calamity we find it impossible to forget.’


TOM KENEALLY


‘A great story sensitively told and carefully researched about Lieutenant Colonel Stan Watson who, with his soldiers, was instrumental to the remarkable evacuation of the Anzac contingent from Gallipoli without loss of life. The author, Watson’s great-grandson, skilfully blends history and fiction to create an enjoyable reading experience.’
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Map 1 Gallipoli peninsula: allied landings and frontline
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Map 2 Anzac frontline and evacuation, 19–20 December 1915











AUTHOR’S NOTE


ONE CHRISTMAS, WHEN I was a small boy, I sat with my brother at the feet of our great-grandfather, Stanley Watson, to hear his account of Gallipoli. What I heard that day was the untold story of the defining moment of the Anzac campaign. I remembered as much as I could, but his true struggle I could only imagine.


Part history, part fiction and part veterans’ war stories, Watson’s Pier tells the story of the campaign that almost destroyed the Anzacs and the escape that saved a nation. It is based on the true story of Stanley Holm Watson, one of the leading figures of the withdrawal from Gallipoli, drawing on his writing, oral history and the official war records.


Joshua Funder is Stanley Watson’s great-grandson and lives in Melbourne with his wife and two children.








PROLOGUE



‘SHOVE CLEAR!’ SAID Beachmaster Littler. He pushed the sturdy wooden beam of the pier and the last boat began its passage into the safety of the night. And just like that, 40,000 men took flight from the Gallipoli peninsula.


Elation might have surged through the veins of the sapper sitting at the back of the boat, pride in a remarkable evacuation trumping the dishonour of defeat. After all, he had helped shepherd the entire army from the frontline unscathed. Instead he felt regret for the Anzac dead left behind, regret for the Turks needlessly cut down by the decision to trigger the mines and regret for the one man who might have been left behind. Most of all, he felt tired.


Through the darkness, smoke and shelling he scoured the beach, looking for one last soul as the little boat steamed calmly to safety. It was five days before Christmas 1915.
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Five days before Christmas
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‘OUCH’ THE OLD man whispers. The razor scrapes over his throat, coming to rest in a crease under his ear. The skin is weatherbeaten, the crease a paler shade of sunburnt brown. The swollen knuckles renew their grip on the yellowing bone handle, then guide the razor up over his jaw. It’s difficult on the right side, where his hand is cramped and the mirror can’t see the blade. He props his right elbow in the cup of his left hand to quell the tremor in his fingers. A drop of water escapes the lather and slides down his neck. It comes to rest on the seam of his vest under his right collarbone, which bears a faded, yet unmistakable, scar from a human bite. His left knee is wedged between the basin cabinet and the wall and, as he adjusts his stance, he feels the hinge of the cabin door dig into his thigh. The trick to shaving on the train is to get your right foot across and back from the sink to counter the regular rocking of the carriage, as well as any sudden jolts. Your own reflection leads you in a tango, cheek-to-cheek in a mirrored ballroom for one.


The country rattles by. The weak sun hasn’t yet bleached the night blue from the morning sky and, to the west, the last lumps of the Grampians fade from view. The wheat fields are newly shorn; this early in the day they are more shadow than stubble, a clipped, mottled fleece blanketing the paddocks. Eucalyptus saplings flash past the window, punctuated by the weathered stumps of fence posts. Overhead, the telegraph wires rise in unison to each rusty steel pole, then trace a shallow curve down towards the land, rising and dipping endlessly, accompanying the train’s clacking and rocking rhythm, the lines occasionally scored by magpies or a kookaburra.


Broad gauge was laid all the way from Adelaide to Melbourne in 1887—it has been a smooth run for a long time. The new trains have better suspension too, but each time he shaves on the overnight express, it gets a little harder. It’s always better to shave before the junctions and level crossings closer to Melbourne. His daughter Ruth says he should wait till he gets to town or at least use safety blades.


He sits on the edge of the bed and buttons up a custard-yellow shirt. Next, a green tartan wool tie knotted the old way, never in a Windsor knot. He stands and tucks in the shirt, puts a finger over the cut and, out of habit, checks the mirror. His finger pushes down through a slip of blood and loose skin, and he feels his heartbeat, still thumping along. He inhales and fastens his belt. Even in his prime, with thick socks, a deep breath and a full head of hair, he never made five feet ten inches tall. Now his skeleton, his skin and his view of the world have all sunk to earth. His nerves have slowed: slower to feel the pain of a razor, less quick to take affront. He takes his finger from the cut and sucks the scarlet fingerprint clean, the sharp metallic taste of blood unchanged by age.


The shirt is clean, with only a couple of faded stains, and the frayed edge of the collar shows cream cotton underneath. It always takes longer for his clumsy left hand to thread the cufflink on his right cuff, covering the faded tattoo on his forearm. A tuft of whiskers holds out under his left nostril. He wets a finger with spit and gives the cut a light rub; at his age, it will take some time to heal. He doesn’t try to fix these flaws. They are part of him, as are the liver spots on the back of his hands and the watery red lids of his pale blue eyes. He is shaved, dressed and respectable almost three months past his ninetieth birthday.


The train slows to pass through Buangor, a small town well past Ararat. Even the stopping-all-stations services never stopped here but, as the train approaches from the west, there is a rail siding and a grain silo. In what passes for the centre of town, a few corrugated iron sheds back onto the railway line, the local garage and truck stop. A lonely kelpie runs silently alongside the train until it loses interest or reaches some unseen territorial border. Eastwards past the last houses, the cemetery has outgrown the town. Faded headstones march through the dusty red earth; an outsized marble memorial commands the hill.


Breakfast should be served by now, so he pulls on his twill jacket. On its left lapel clings a small brass disc hanging from a square pin, a mix of copper oxide and metal polish gathering in the crevices—the Combined Australian Railways Gold Medal for Services Rendered. This gold pass allows him free passage on public transport throughout the Commonwealth, and is still good for a reserved sleeper in second class and meals in the dining car. As he sits, the morning sun warms his freshly shaven skin and the junior waiter silently brings the first round of tea. Steam rises, the motion of the train swirls milk around the cup and he savours the prospect of the first sip. It is strong and sweet and courses through his veins.


Finally, the train comes to a stop at the Melbourne terminus. He moves steadily along the platform, passengers rushing to their connections passing him by. His well-worn Gladstone bag is not heavy: it contains only toiletries, two changes of underwear, two fresh shirts and a novel. Pressed into the corner is a Christmas present for Ruthie and the last of his war medals to leave with her for safekeeping. Checking tickets by the gate, the station master notices his lapel badge and waves him through with a quiet ‘Good morning, sir.’
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THE OLD MAN doesn’t like to have people waiting for him at the station and prefers to catch the tram; it stops just outside Ruth’s house. Already the sun has summoned some of its heat. He tilts his hat to shade his eyes as he waits at the Collins Street tram stop.


A green wagon rolls down the hill, grinds to a stop and disembarks its passengers into the smell of the braking sand. The driver swings down from his cabin with an iron spike and switches the tracks. The old man likes travelling on trains and trams, destination certain, ringing a gentle bell around each corner. The electric motor spins at a standstill and reeks of ozone burning dust.


He swings his bag up onto the deck of the tram. The bag was a gift from Leila twenty or so years ago, not long before she died. Three gold letters are embossed on the lock plate: S.H.W. Stanley Holm Watson. With a deliberate grip on the handles either side of the tram door and a firm foothold on the running board, he hauls himself up into the carriage. As he enters the darkness of the carriage, the conductor already has his bag in one hand, his elbow in the other, and guides him to the seat across from the door, easing his landing on the hard wooden bench.


The conductor stands back. He is a stocky fellow with a thick moustache and thinning black hair. Around his shoulder hangs the leather ticket pouch. On the front of it is a sticker that says ‘Anarcho Syndicalist Collective Brunswick’, which was firmly affixed by the conductor who had bequeathed him the bag before taking early pension. For a man new to the job, he deftly swings the ticket punch around the little finger of his right hand as if it were a string of prayer beads.


They are the only two people on the tram.


‘Mont Albert,’ the conductor says flatly, in a thick accent.


A New Australian. Another pause and the tram lurches up the hill.


‘Ticket?’ he asks.


Watson takes off his hat, turns his better, left, ear towards the conductor, and begins to reach into his pocket for change, hesitating like a schoolboy in a crowded carriage who had hoped not to be asked for his ticket. He finds it easier to pay the fare than to explain the gold pass to a new conductor.


The conductor senses his hesitation and puts up his hand.


‘No worries,’ he says, looking around the empty tram and joining them in a secret. ‘No worries … is Christmas,’ he continues, letting his hand drop in a gentle wave.


‘Thanks,’ Watson mumbles. ‘Thanks,’ he says again, more clearly, looking up at the conductor, his back already damp with sweat against the lacquered wooden slats.


‘No worries,’ the conductor replies.


Another pause. The conductor extends his hand.


‘Me Deniz,’ he says.


Watson reaches up and takes his hand.


‘Stan,’ the old man introduces himself.


‘Merry Christmas,’ says the conductor, and moves up and down the tram as if there were other passengers needing tickets.


It is five days before Christmas 1977.
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CHRISTMAS MORNING GETS off to a forgivingly slow start. Watson wakes early as usual, and slips on his trousers and walking shoes, yesterday’s shirt and his hat. It’s going to be a hot day. His daughter and her husband are up already. Ruth is busy precooking the frozen beans so they can be reheated for lunch. John is sitting in the sunroom with his first coffee and second cigarette of the morning, the radio newscast providing an excuse to forestall tackling the day.


Watson sets out on a walk, his regular lap past Sacred Heart, through the school and around the park. At one end of the park is the local library, a gigantic walking stick bolted to its wall, like a buttress holding up the brick veneer. It is the pride of the local council’s art program and reminds Watson he’ll soon be needing a walking stick. He continues his walk across the lawns. Christmas morning in the park—everyone looks as if they might say hello, even if they don’t. Families are out early, giving their dogs and young children a run before the long day of summer heat, winter food and stifling family get-togethers.


By the time Watson has returned home and had a shower and a shave, the first waves of grandchildren and great-grandchildren have gathered to head off to midmorning mass. When he emerges, Ruth looks at her father with pride. Then she sees the scab on the right side of his collar, now fading five days after he cut himself.


‘I wish you wouldn’t hold those murderous blades to your own throat,’ she says, an expression of familial concern that, for an Australian, borders on a declaration of love.


‘I do like a close shave,’ says Watson with a grin.


A gaggle of small children flood down the hall, greet him with a chorus of ‘Great-grandpa’ and line up for hugs. To earlier generations he was known as ‘Grandpa’; before that, even Leila called him ‘Dad’, to avoid confusion in front of the children. It’s curious to be rechristened every generation with only the kids keeping their names. Still, ‘great-grandpa’ is a bit of a mouthful for the very little ones.


Watson’s eldest grandchild, Johnnie, is coming down the hall alongside his little brothers, Tom and Frank. It seems only yesterday that Johnnie was running down that same hall, the first of the grandchildren to cling to Watson’s knees. And now even Frank is married with a family.


‘That your new car out the front, the green station wagon?’ Frank asks.


‘Yeah,’ says Johnnie. ‘Front end got dinged.’


‘How’d that happen?’ says Frank.


‘Hit by a tram,’ says Johnnie.


‘What?’ says Frank.


‘Hit by a tram,’ says Johnnie.


Frank cackles the length of the hall.


A tram hit you?’ he snorts between laughs. ‘So, let’s get this straight—what’d it do, leap off the tracks and chase you down the street?’


Johnnie manages a nod and a tight-lipped smile.


Ruth leads the charge to mass round the corner at Sacred Heart. Father Steele stands at the doorway, enjoying the turnout and good cheer. Plaster sheep, a lurid pink doll and a season’s snowfall of fresh cottonwool fill a niche in the vestibule. The air inside is cool and dry, dust rising in the light, stale incense smelling like sandalwood with a whiff of disinfectant. The congregation settles in for the annual service.


Watson sits and resigns himself to church. He makes a list to himself of the seven grandchildren on this side of the family, one currently at an ashram in India. Twelve great-grandchildren so far, counting Jason, who died in a car accident. This year, they fill two pews.


The organ belts out a familiar hymn, and Father Steele leads his deacon and altar boys down the centre aisle, then settles himself at the lectern. His robes are carefully modern and, at the same time, twenty years out of date: orange, green and brown metallic trim on a pale cream synthetic-wool-mix gown. He clears his throat and embarks on his best sermon, new to regular worshippers and Christmas-mass occasionals alike.


Beside Watson, Tom shifts in his seat at the prospect. On his other side, Frank is holding his baby daughter, Matilda, seven months old. Tom whispers to Frank. Beside Frank, the baby’s mother, Mary, tracks her child. Frank shrugs and passes the baby to Watson, who, briefly, holds the child for the first time. She is pink and vigorous, unbothered by the many contagions that cut down infants in Watson’s time. Must be coincidence, thinks Watson, that the name has become popular again, all that time since Leila named their child Matilda. Watson, in turn, passes the baby to Tom. He coddles the bundle, then gently removes her dummy. Mary frowns. The baby squawks in protest and Tom, still gently jiggling the child, heads to the side door to settle the child, skip the sermon and find solace in a smoke.
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THE FIZZ OF beer tops and pop of champagne corks announce the beginning of the annual festive campaign. Grandpa checks the provisions of grog in the fridge down the side of the house. Grandma checks the turkey, then makes sure the cluster of presents around the Christmas tree is still intact. Johnnie retrieves the ham from the cupboard and carves. A couple of the aunts set out the plates and cutlery, and everybody quickly files past the table. The kids pull Christmas crackers and read out bad jokes. Great-grandpa is set up in pride of place, in a lounge chair in the corner of the sunroom, with a beer and a crown of pink tissue paper. Finally, Grandma gives the nod to the older great-grandchildren, who begin to distribute presents from under the tree.


Watson watches from his chair in the corner, eventually surrounded by some books, a bottle of aftershave and an enormous pair of bright red underpants. He looks across at Ruth and sees the spitting image of Leila. The maelstrom of a family gathering only makes the resemblance more bittersweet. Going to bed alone or travelling on the train without Leila have by now become sadly familiar; a man doesn’t get lonely in a desert. But Christmas without his wife is hectically lonely, like standing in a busy train station in a strange town, looking for a friend. How Leila would have loved to sit beside him and survey this scene, or, more likely, take command of the kitchen. Watson shifts his well-worn wedding ring to his swollen knuckle and gently touches the soft white skin underneath.


Little Liz, Frank’s Liz, totters up and leans her shoulder against his knees, looking at the Christmas tree.


‘What’s that, Grape-grampa?’ she says, pointing at the tree.


‘Tinsel, that’s tinsel,’ says Watson, feeling the warmth between her shoulder blades as he steadies her with his hand. Little Liz leans back against him and continues to take in the tree. The heat from the nape of her neck infuses the thin leathery skin on Watson’s hand and releases the ache in his arthritic knuckles.


Liz squirms again and, in that instant, Watson feels her warm spark jump four fingers and four generations. But, try as he might, he cannot go back and see the world through her eyes. He can look around the room and see a secure future for his family that will last well beyond his own days. And he can look back at his own life with both regrets and satisfactions. But he cannot go back in time ninety years and regain the hopeful outlook of a child.


‘What’s tinsel?’ asks Liz, slowly mouthing the strange new word.


Watson pauses. He has never thought about it.


‘Fake snow,’ he declares.


Liz shuffles off, happy with the answer. Hugh approaches, carrying a tape recorder, with his father in tow.


‘Great-grandpa, could we record some of your stories about the war?’ asks Hugh. ‘It’s for a project at school,’ he adds quickly.


Watson nods.


‘May be better in the lounge room, Grandpa?’ says Johnnie.


Watson grips the arms of the chair and hauls himself up.


‘All right,’ he says, smiling. ‘But not without a cup of tea and a pipe.’


They move to the lounge and Watson sits in the leather armchair. Hugh perches beside him on an upholstered stool and gently places the tape player on the side table between them. Johnnie settles across the room on the sofa. Hugh’s little brother, Josh, comes in, sits on the floor and opens a medal case. Ruth sits a cup of hot, fresh tea on the side table.


‘What’s this one, Great-grandpa?’ asks Josh.


‘That’s the medal of the Order of the Serbian Eagle,’ says Watson.


‘What did you get that for?’ asks Josh.


‘We’ll get to that,’ says Watson.


‘Did anyone else get one?’


‘Only a few.’


Little Liz wanders in for a moment, thinking there might be more presents or cake, but wanders back out again when it’s clear there aren’t. Watson sips his tea and sits back. Hugh presses the record button on the tape player and a little red light starts blinking.


‘Can you tell us about the war?’ asks Hugh.


‘The war. It was horrible. All the mud and shells and gas. What a mess,’ says Watson, shaking his head. ‘It’s a sad story. Lost a lot of mates. But in the end, at the Somme and after, we got through.’


‘But, Great-grandpa, what about Gallipoli?’ interjects Josh.


‘Gallipoli. Gallipoli was a fiasco. It was a sideshow to the war. The landing was a debacle,’ he says, pausing with a combination of sorrow and pride. ‘The withdrawal, though, went well enough.’





Railway Buildings,
North Terrace,
ADELAIDE.
1st March, 1944





O.I.C.,
Base Records,
CANBERRA.





Dear Sir,





Some 2 years ago, at a V.D.C. Parade at Adelaide, I had my medals and decorations removed from the motor car in which they were left. I am writing you with a view to ascertaining whether they could be replaced, and what steps would be necessary to effect such replacement.





I enclose for your information a photograph of the complete set.





I have already written to the Trading Dept. of the Returned Soldiers’ League, Wingello House, Sydney, who have advertised per medium of ‘Reveille’ with regard to sales of miniatures. In their reply they intimate that they have not in the past dealt with the supply of full sized medals and decorations, but only miniatures. They say they could, however, replace the Star G.S. and Victory medal, a number of which they have from deceased estates. However, in view of their advice that it has not been their practice to replace the full sized decorations I am writing you with a view to ascertaining whether you could assist in this matter.





I appreciate that some expense will be incurred, and of course am prepared to forward you a cheque for whatever amount is involved.





I enlisted in the 1st AIF, 1st Divisional Signal Coy., with the rank of Lieutenant, subsequently being promoted to Captain, and later being appointed Major in command, 2nd Divisional Signal Coy., 1st AIF.





Thanking you for the favour of an early reply,





Yours faithfully,





S.H. Watson





General Traffic Manager,
South Australian Railways,
North Terrace,
ADELAIDE.
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WATSON’S RIGHT HAND trembled. His fingers slipped, slightly sweaty, on the grip of the fountain pen. His left hand spread across the page to press it flat and to steady himself. He noticed that it was thick, creamy paper, not vellum but probably made from rags rather than wood pulp. On the line beside the word ‘Name’, he signed ‘Stanley Holm Watson’. A small blue ink smear, half a fingerprint of the little finger on his right hand, completed it. In that moment, Watson had thought he was calm but in the rough characters of the script, in the blotched print, in the tremor of his hand, he could see his tension.


He moved his left hand further down the page. The fingers were twitchy, the nails white as they pressed against the paper. He brought the pen back to the page and wrote ‘26’ on the line beside the word ‘Age’. Watson looked again at the pen and his inky right hand, and wondered why they had written that number; why he had lied. On occasion during the twenty-three years and eight months of Watson’s life to date, he had underestimated the courage of his convictions, his own nerve. On others, he had misjudged the extent of his own nerves. Today he had done both. He looked again at his left hand, the ring finger newly constrained by a gold band.


Beside him at the same small wooden desk in the vestry sat Leila Vera McBride, his love, twenty-eight years old and pregnant. Watson could not smell her, only the double dose of talcum powder and extra puff of perfume applied by overzealous bridesmaids.


She waited with impatience, clutching a bouquet and looking to the priest for a conversation that never came. The weak winter sun had done nothing to warm the air in the old sandstone church at Clarence Park, and Leila felt the cold despite a woollen spencer underneath her wedding dress. And now, four months into her term, she needed the toilet almost constantly. Most of all, she was impatient to wed Stan, rejoin their families and seize their common future.


Stan loved most things about Leila, even her impatience. Impatience to speak her mind, impatience to hear what he had to say, impatience to embrace him. Only certain wise women in the congregation, suspicious of a courtship a couple of months shy of respectable and a blush in Leila’s cheek, might have known she was pregnant. Watson couldn’t wait for the baby’s arrival. He didn’t care that he was five years, or two years, younger than his wife. So why, he asked himself again, had he felt the need to put such a trivial lie to paper? Why injure the truth? Why scar loyalty with a fib?


Watson slid the heavy register across to Leila and handed her the pen. He put his hands flat on the table, and counted three fingers and a thumb stained by ink. He re-read the printed invitation: Sunday, 13th June 1911, Catholic rites at Clarence Park church. He looked with both pride and trepidation at the ring on his finger. When might it be acceptable to remove it? When swimming? Welding? Playing football? Come what may, he knew he would never lose it.


Leila signed the register, the last time she would sign her maiden name. She entered her true age and, not noticing Watson’s, handed the pen back to the priest. She looked across at her man wearing his best three-piece suit, with a new shirt and tie. Stan was the most reliable man she had ever met, determined and decisive beyond his years. He was handsome, tall enough, and Leila saw a mixture of conviction and mirth in his eyes that transfixed her heart. And there he was, sitting rigid at the table, forehead damp with sweat, looking at the backs of his hands as if they were strangers to him. She stood up, took her bouquet in one hand, Watson in the other, and strode back down the aisle.


On one side, the right side as a bride walks out of the church, sat Leila’s family. They were a motley clan, the McBrides and the Harmans: all Catholic, all Australian. For the most part, their ancestors had arrived in the 1830s, when Ireland was oppressed by famine, the Church of England and British overlords. One third of the Irish escaped, one third stayed and the other third perished. The McBrides had had the good sense and good luck to emigrate, refugees seeking freedom from want and freedom to believe.


William McBride, proud father and long-retired Inspector of South Australian schools, nodded as she passed. As Leila was the fourth child of eleven, and by far the oldest unmarried daughter, Leila’s procession down the aisle on the arm of Stanley Watson was a relief to old Bill. Teresa McBride, Leila’s mother, was breaking her promise to herself not to cry.


On the other side of the aisle gathered Watson’s tribe: the Watsons and Walkers from the Scots Borders, and the Menz and Holm families from Germany. All Protestant, all Australians. The Scots had come voluntarily, in dribs and drabs over the past five decades, mostly looking for more land and better prospects. The Germans had been pushed. As spotfires of famine swept eastwards across Europe throughout the 1840s, hunger riots broke out. In Prussia, the Holms were part of a mob with not just an appetite for food but a thirst for democracy. Riots blossomed into a minor revolution but the monarchy and military soon extinguished all hope of reform. In 1849 the Holms sailed as far away as possible.


A few years later, old Johann Menz, Watson’s maternal grandfather, had arrived from Prussia as a twenty-one-year-old baker. Menz’s chocolates were now famous across South Australia. As he was the oldest of eight children and the first to marry, Watson’s wedding had been eagerly anticipated by the menagerie of young children peeping wide-eyed at the newlyweds from behind puffy skirts in the pews, if for nothing than the promise of unlimited sweets.


Watson’s father, Harry, nodded gravely. A farmer, he had by now amassed enough land all around Plympton to gift a working farm to any of his sons who chose to take up the land, though Stan didn’t seem a likely prospect since completing his apprenticeship at the railways. Watson’s mother, Adelaide, simply beamed and blew kisses to them both.


Standing in the shadows down the back, not game to take a pew or to take sides, stood several young fellows in their best home-sewn army uniforms—Watson’s mates from the Citizen’s Military Force. They knew him well enough to attend the service but not so well as to stay for the reception.


And so it came to pass that Stan married Leila according to the custom of an Australian mongrel congregation. The bride’s family were happy the service took place according to Catholic rites, the groom’s family content knowing he would be buried in the same soil beside her but as a Protestant. Neither side bothered to let faith, tradition or pedigree interfere with love. The world’s economic flotsam and political jetsam washed up on the farthest shore, illegitimately conceived, clear-eyed from birth, fizzing with hybrid vigour, impatient to drink, dance and eat chocolate.


[image: image]


On 11th October 1911, four months after the wedding, Leila gave birth to a daughter. Watson insisted the baby be called Leila, in honour of her mother, but Leila always called her daughter Col. Leila filled out the details on the birth certificate, entering the year of birth as 1912. Stan was none the wiser.
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AS WAS HIS habit with friends, family and important guests, Watson took the train to rendezvous at Tailem Bend. There, having drained the Australian continent, the mighty Murray River began to peter out before trickling into the sea at Goolwa. At the base of the steep hills surrounding Adelaide, engineers had to shunt a second engine onto the front of the train to haul it up the slope. On this occasion, Watson was meeting Major Henry Llewellyn Mackworth, an important visitor who would become the dearest of friends, a brother.


Watson arrived at Tailem Bend seven minutes early for the overnight from Melbourne and had just enough time to visit the bakery adjacent to the station. He walked with two waxed cardboard boxes through the first class carriage and found Mackworth sitting alone on the bench in his sleeper. Watson knocked, entered, handed him a steaming Tailem Bend Bakery box and sat down on the spare bench.


Mackworth sat upright on the upholstered Pullman bench. He was tall, of stringy build, with unruly thick brown hair, which stood up straight from his head and was rarely contained, even by palmfuls of macassar or the peaked cap of the Australian Signal Corps. His skin was pale and clear most of the time, except when he took too much sun or whisky. Mackworth had resisted adopting the customary military moustache, and his mouth was always active, lips working over thoughts or trying to hold them back. His steady stare was made remarkable by the glass eye in the left socket. Some said he was one-eyed; Mackworth preferred to describe himself as monocular.


When Mackworth fixed his stare during a field inspection, lecture or argument, it was direct and intense, seeming to capture its intended subject with the full force of his determination. As soon as his right eye darted away, the audience knew they had been held by only half his gaze; that the left eye was an impostor, and behind it Mackworth had hidden the rest of his thoughts. At home, he would gently warm the glass eye in a cup of warm salt water before slipping it in each morning. While travelling, he would store the eye overnight in a velvet case and then insert the cool glass into the socket with a disconcerting chill. Every now and then, under acute pressure, Mackworth would feel the familiar twitch under his left eye squeeze against the unyielding glass.


Mackworth’s second distinguishing feature was a long, deep coral-pink scar running from the base of his thumb along the length of his right forearm to the point of his elbow. Over the years, Watson had heard many and varied explanations of the origin of this scar, and of the missing eye, but never their true causes. A sabre charge in the Sudan was usually the simplest way to explain them both. When Mackworth was pressed to dredge up the stories behind his scars, he would acknowledge that the mark on his arm came from something much more exotic than a sabre charge in Sudan; the loss of his eye from something much more mundane.


Watson nodded to the box. Mackworth opened it and stuck his nose into the rising column of steam. As he inhaled, steam condensed on his glass eye, the tiny droplets quickly wiped away by lids closing to savour the smell.


‘Pie floater,’ said Watson.


‘I won’t ask what’s in the pie, or in what it is floating, but it surely smells good. Many thanks, Watson,’ said Mackworth. He took a bite, chewed carefully and held a soggy pie crust at arm’s length. ‘The gravy is grey, properly grey,’ he observed. ‘Just like in London. Melbourne pies have brown gravy.’


Watson grunted. He was hungry. He had never been to Melbourne or eaten one of its pies. Nor London, for that matter.


Without another word, the two men set about demolishing their respective pies and collecting their respective thoughts.


[image: image]


With the introduction of universal training across Australia came the need to appoint specialist army directors of training for each of the services. Major Mackworth was appointed to establish, build and train the new Army Signals Service. One major obstacle was the petty tension between the Australian Corps of Signals (ACS) and their new masters, the Royal Australian Corps of Engineers and Signals (RACES).


The second major challenge was the designation of acronyms. The army loved acronyms; Mackworth could never remember them. Regrettably, he titled his new role ‘Specialist Army Director in Signals Training’. Watson was among the first to point out to Mackworth that he was now the Australian army’s official SADIST. Regardless, Mackworth’s new mission was to knit together from across the country sappers who could support the infantry and light horse and provide communications for modern warfare.


In that task, Mackworth had been given a free rein, largely due to the senior commanders’ indifference to signals and communications. At the dour bluestone Victoria Barracks in Melbourne, army headquarters, Mackworth was allocated the smallest possible room for an officer of his rank: a cupboard the width of its sole window, its only benefit a view across the boulevard to the Botanic Gardens and the governor’s residence. From a small, battered desk under the sill, he began writing letters and sending cables, and travelled incessantly to meet and train army engineers around the country. Back at Victoria Barracks, Mackworth spent his time advocating, scrounging and beseeching for more army resources for the nascent signals corps.


Mackworth’s starting point was the old Company of the Australian Corps of Signals, comprising:





1 Captain 1 Lieutenant


1 Company Sergeant Major


2 Sergeants


2 Corporals


31 Privates


33 Riding Horses, and


10 Draught Horses





The army liked lists. Endless reams of paper were devoted to making lists, vast teams of clerks deployed copying lists and battalions of junior officers distracted checking lists. Mackworth wasn’t averse to the idea of lists, provided lists of orders from his superiors were short and to the point, and that lists of men and matériel at his command were long and, preferably, getting longer. The list of the Australian Corps of Signals’ sappers and horses was far too short for Mackworth’s liking.


The Divisional Signal Company would draw on components from all states. It would comprise one lieutenant for its HQ section, two cable wagon detachments and ancillary visual signallers, operators and mechanics. Mackworth based the 28th Divisional Signal Company in Adelaide and, from the volunteer reserve cadets, appointed Lieutenant S.H. Watson its commander.


Mackworth was fortunate to have found Watson. Technically proficient, and with unwavering perseverance, Watson was a quietly capable leader of men. Around him, Mackworth could build a new national signals unit.


What Watson had never told Mackworth was that before joining the cadets, he had volunteered for Mawson’s Australasian Antarctic Expedition. But Watson lacked the extensive scientific credentials demanded by the sponsor, the Australasian Association for the Advancement of Science. And in the mild frost of the Adelaide Hills, Watson’s hands quickly lost their strength and fumbled with the cold metal geological sample boxes. Mawson deemed him poorly suited to Antarctic exposure.


What Mackworth had never told Watson was that he was next in line to inherit a baronetcy. As an unearned title, he deemed it irrelevant to his role in building the colonial forces.


To put together the signals corps, Mackworth toured the country, recruiting the best potential sappers he could muster from the other engineering companies and the infantry, from cadets and new volunteers. Together, and in great haste, he and Watson began the lectures and practical assessments, training exercises and joint operations imperative for a well-functioning peacetime signals corps. Mackworth would do his best to prepare his men for battle, when battle itself was the best preparation. On this visit to Adelaide, Mackworth brought with him a specialised signals dray and the first fully portable field wireless units in Australia.
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As the train descended through the Adelaide Hills, Mackworth stared out the window. He pulled a notepad from his briefcase and stared at that instead. It was a cream foolscap notepad, one of a dozen he had appropriated from the engineers corps’ stock cupboard back at Victoria Barracks. At the top of each page was the engineers’ insignia, with a six pointed star in the middle of which was an exploding grenade and flames. Encircling the explosion was a band designating the ‘Corps of Engineers Australia’. Below it all was the corps’ motto ‘Facimus et Frangimus’, Latin for ‘we make and we break’. Sitting on top of the whole conflagration was the British king’s crown.


Mackworth grunted; this insignia was ludicrous. Who would crown an exploding grenade and cartoon flames with the royal mark? Besides, he hated explosives—they had a habit of going off when you’d least expect them to. If it hadn’t been for explosives, Mackworth might have retained his binocular vision. He tightened his grip on the pencil and it was drawn to the page.


A line formed, curving down the top half of the cream bond paper. Mackworth looked at the line and wondered where it might go. As soon as he drew a tiny parallel line at its origin, it became a finger reaching upwards, pointing to Watson across the carriage. He remembered the image of a winged man. With a third upward stroke, Mackworth traced the soaring edge of a wing. With a fourth, he drew the bent knee of a man running in full flight. As he fleshed out the torso, put muscles on the lines of the limbs and added a head, he realised it was the Roman god Mercury, messenger of the gods, a more fitting protector of signalmen.


Mackworth knew from the classics he’d read at school that Mercury was based on the Greek god Hermes who was endowed with a multitude of powers. Patron of thieves, fertility and roads. Herald of the gods. Guardian of sleep and dreams. Conductor of the lost souls to the afterlife.


The pencil continued to draw. A globe appeared, almost touching the downward toe of the running angel, who became a man descending from the air, rather than rising from the earth. Mackworth traced lines of latitude and longitude, wondering what came next. In the globe’s southern hemisphere, he sketched a map of Australia. A large inverted boomerang now cradled the globe. Across it, he wrote in capitals ‘AUSTRALIA’, and on either side of the globe he wrote ‘certa’ and ‘cito’—swift and certain. Adding a small crown above the running figure, Mackworth thought his sketch was done. Just as his mind was due to return to his speech in Adelaide, he put a thick line through the angel’s wing. Mercury was a god, not an angel—he had no wings, only winged heels, running swiftly but not quite flying.


Were Hermes and Mercury incarnations of the same god or just two ancient men? Where did the history telling stop and the story telling begin? When did recalling a legend turn into making a myth? Mackworth looked across at Watson and wondered what would become of their story and who might bend it into myth. Watson was eating the last crust of his pie. The train lurched westwards with a jolt. A combined stream of grey pie gravy and green pea sauce slid down his chin, forming an irregular orb as it fell, and landed with a splat as he caught it in the cup of his hand.
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THE TRAIN WAS coming into the shunting yards at Mitcham, a suburb of Adelaide. It was a short walk across the highway to the Mitcham signal depot, where the sapper cadets were based. Mackworth looked through the window again. It was his duty to establish the newly formed 28th Signal Company. He deliberately wrote three lines in the margin of the page:





1. Modern warfare


2. Modern communications


3. The signal





And with that, he was ready to address his men.
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‘Proud sappers of the 28th Divisional Signal Company, welcome, let’s get down to it. Napoleon Bonaparte once said “the secret of war lies in the communications”. In that he was right. We need to build a signals corps fit for modern warfare, fit for purpose. There are only two significant questions we need to answer. First, what will be the form of modern warfare? Second, what signals will be needed to support modern warfare?


‘Modern warfare will be no less than modern. I’ve seen action in the Sudan and I can tell you modern warfare will not involve spears and leather shields. It will involve rifles and bayonets. What little I gained from the Boer War tells me modern warfare will not be carried out by men in bright uniforms marching into a field to settle the differences of nations. It will involve not just the machine gun and heavy artillery but soldiers and civilians, horses and machines, supplies and markets. Will our enemy be the Japanese, the Germans, or will Russia turn on its alliance with Britain? Mere soldiers, we will not know till the last moment. And even then political uncertainty will forever hover, clouding our military command. We must prepare for all current and future adversaries. The exact shape and combination of these things cannot be known in advance. All we can do is prepare for the unknown form of modern warfare.


‘Similarly, communications for modern warfare will be unrecognisable from prior conflicts. Certainly we will need to maintain proficiency in the tried and tested helio, semaphore and field messaging. These will always be essential to Signals. It might take a runner, a bicycle, a horse or camel, carrier pigeons or smoke signals—it is up to us to find the signal’s mark. But no longer will telegraph be fixed and via International Code. Instead we have field telephones with direct spoken communications between officers. Only recently, Mawson has established radio communications from the Antarctic to Hobart via Macquarie Island. If scientific signals can circle the globe, just think what they can do for warfare. Now we even have wireless units which can be transported into the field of combat by a single soldier. That’s right, wireless radio signals which can follow military units. In summary, signals will have to meet the needs of modern military operations and we will need to be able to provide all forms of signals.


‘Finally, I leave you with the one true creed of the sapper: The Signal Must Get Through! Regardless of the situation, regardless of the danger, the signal must get through. Our mission is to convey the voice of our officers, the will of our army, the spirit of our nation. Our soldiers, our mates, rely on our signal to fight effectively in the field. The Signal Must Get Through. Our job as sappers is to never fail the signal, never fail our fellow men. By hook or by crook, by field runner or wireless, the signal must get through. In the midst of battle, when Chaos descends all around and that coward the Devil asks you “What is your purpose here?” what will be your answer? The Signal Must Get Through.’


There was a lull in proceedings. The young cadets shifted in their seats, beginning to sweat in their incomplete, home-sewn uniforms. The more clever cadets had got themselves a good pair of boots as the first item of their uniform and began to shuffle them on the floor of the hall. They were a mixed bunch, unused to oratory.


At the front of the hall, below the stage, a sprung dray had been hauled into the hall. Towards the rear of the vehicle, a large spool of cable was mounted on a greased axle. On the front storage tray, two angular objects lay covered in a dust sheet.


‘Behold the Mackworth Continuous Cable Cart,’ said Mackworth. ‘Invented and patented, continuous with the forward movement of the cart, cable can be prepared, cut, joined and laid. One team of sappers mans the cable, another drives the horses and cart, a third digs the trench or prepares the poles. I have commissioned half a dozen to be built for the signals corps.’


Handy little business, thought Watson. Mackworth pulled back the dust sheet to reveal a pair of metal devices with antennae protruding from khaki backpacks.


‘Today I bring the first two mobile wireless signal units ever seen in Australia. No longer must we communicate via line of sight, heliotrope or flags by day, limelight at night. Field wireless has the potential to provide us with a profound military advantage. Understand how these units operate. Understand how these units change modern combat. Master these, boys, and your training has only just begun.’


Mackworth stepped back from the cart and faced the troops.


‘Watson,’ he said.


‘Sir,’ acknowledged Watson, stepping forwards to one of the radios.


Mackworth took the other radio, extended the antenna, put the receiver to his ear and wound the handle on the side of the unit while Watson did the same.


‘Watson,’ said Mackworth into the receiver.


‘Sir,’ said Watson.


There was a mirthful murmur among the men; the radios were no more than six feet apart. Watson called up Tommy Tutton, a young chap with the rank of trumpeter who was the most likely to play the jester. They’d recruited Tutton from the regimental band, where he had been hoping to avoid the more rugged aspects of training. The cadet master had missed the fact that Tutton had worked laying the telegraph relay halfway to Alice Springs and could tap out International Code at fifty words per minute, as well as blowing a fine tune on the trumpet, though not all at the same time. Tutton seemed to be enjoying signals training but the larrikin in him hadn’t yet forgiven Watson for transferring him from the comfortable post of military musician.


Watson lifted the unit up and slipped the straps over Tutton’s shoulders, handed him the receiver and motioned for him to walk back out through the scout hall doors into the yard.


‘Who’d like to join Tutton?’ asked Mackworth and a half-dozen men followed him out. He then shouted, ‘Can you still hear us, Tutton?’


‘No,’ came the faint reply, to muffled laughter.


‘Oh, Tutton,’ said Mackworth. ‘Just before you get too far away, I forgot one thing.’


Tutton returned to the cart at the front of the hall.


‘Put out your hand,’ said Mackworth.


Tutton casually extended his palm, as if to say neither schoolteacher nor strap had got the better of him yet. With his right hand, Mackworth took off his cap, and with his left, he rubbed his eye. As he lowered his hands, he carefully placed a fine blue glass eye in the centre of Tutton’s hand. Tutton stepped back in horror and looked up to see Mackworth grinning and giving him a macabre wink.


‘Trumpeter Tutton, and this goes for each and every one of you men too, you should know,’ said Mackworth, ‘I’ve got my eye on you.’


He then winked with his intact eye, and Tutton retreated, holding the still-warm eye askance in the palm of his still-outstretched hand. Watson shut the doors as the laughter died down.


Mackworth resumed his grip on the receiver, flicked the switch and whispered into the microphone.


‘Tutton, fetch a white pebble the size of my eyeball, march back in here, spin round three times, and say, “Yes, I can hear you clearly on the wireless, sir,”’ said Mackworth.


Tutton sauntered back in, leading his mates at a loose march, a pebble on one hand and Mackworth’s glass eye on the other. He placed the pebble in front of Mackworth, slowly turned thrice and repeated ‘Yes, I can hear you clearly on the wireless, sir.’


‘Thank you, men,’ said Mackworth, dismissing Tutton’s cohort. The room stilled. Tutton remained standing, palm out, eyeball steady. Slowly, Mackworth walked across to Tutton and stood directly in front of him. Tutton looked ahead into the monocular gaze and empty socket of his superior officer. Mackworth slowly lifted the eye from Tutton’s hand and deftly restored it to the left socket. He stood staring directly at Tutton and finally whispered, ‘And thank you, Tutton.’


The demonstration over, Watson returned to the cart with a toolbox. Mackworth had had long enough to lead with fine words, and he seized the moment to lead by example.


‘Gather round, lads,’ he ordered the men, who quickly formed a scrum around the cart to observe the dismantling of the radio units down to their component parts.


By the end of the afternoon, the 28th Divisional Signal Company had dissected the two precious wireless radios. The parts—batteries and valves, antennae, wiring and frames—lay scattered across the cart’s tray, as if dropped from a great height. Watson called the session to a close and the men stood back, reluctant to leave their new radios in such a state. As he walked around each wireless unit, he handed fragments of the radio to each man in the group until the tray was clear. The men stood in the fading light of the scout hall, wireless fragments in hand, knowing Watson had a test in store.
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